
Definition
Chain of custody is the protocol that provides
a record of the persons having control of and
access to a sample.  The chain of custody
begins when the sample is collected and ends
when the sample is disposed of.  If the analyt-
ical results for a project are questioned, the
chain of custody documentation is the record
that proves the sample was collected and han-
dled according to specifications and that the
sample can be directly linked to the analytical
results.

Background
There are two general types of chain of cus-
tody: routine and legal or evidentiary.  The
type of custody needed depends on the proj-
ect-specific requirements or data quality
objectives, and should be specified in project
planning documents, such as quality assurance
project plans (QAPPs). 

A routine chain of custody is designed to ver-
ify the integrity of a sample by providing
records that trace the sample from collection
and storage to handling, shipment, and analysis.
This information combined with field records

NN
AA

VV
YY

E
n

vi
ro

n
m

e
n

ta
l 

S
a

m
p

lin
g

 a
n

d
 T

e
st

in
g

 P
ro

g
ra

m
s

Environmental Sampling and Testing ProgramsNAVY

identifying sampling personnel; equipment;
field conditions; and collection, storage, and
transfer techniques are what make up the chain
of custody.

Legal chain of custody includes the same gener-
al requirements as routine chain of custody, but
it is specifically designed to provide a record
that may be produced as evidence in legal pro-
ceedings.  As such it may have special require-
ments, which differ from state to state and from
project to project, including the use of specific
types of sample collection labels and forms,
additional sample security requirements, and
other procedures. Note that a legal chain of cus-
tody can be significantly more time-consuming
and costly to generate and maintain than rou-
tine chain of custody, and it is not necessary for
most projects. 

Chain of Custody Process
The sample collector is responsible for maintaining
sample custody until the samples are trans-
ferred by a dated and signed chain of custody
form to a commercial shipper, or delivered and
transferred directly to the laboratory. 



A sample is considered to be in an individ-
ual's custody when:

• It is in the person's physical possession 

• It is in the person's view, after being in 
physical possession 

• It has been placed in secure storage by the
person, and access to the sample is controlled 

Critical factors to consider:

• Sample collection information (e.g. sample 
descriptions, dates, times, etc.) recorded on
chain of custody forms must match those 
recorded in the sample logs.

• Chain of custody forms must be signed and
dated by each person as sample custody is 
transferred to a subsequent person or 
commercial carrier.
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Why is Chain of Custody Important?

If the required chain of custody procedures are
not followed, the analytical results for one or
more samples may be declared invalid; i.e., the
results cannot be unequivocally linked to sam-
ples.  For analytical results to be linked to a spe-
cific sample, the chain of custody for that sam-
ple must be clear, complete, and easy to follow.
This is especially important if the analytical
results are likely to be questioned or to be used
in support of legal proceedings.

Following is an example of a routine chain of
custody record with instructions for providing
the required information. 

(1) Custody No:  Serialized tracking number of document.  
Number should be issued by document control center

(2) Sampled By:  Person directly responsible for taking the 
sample.  May be more than one (1) person.  Also, the person
responsible for custody of the sample(s)

(3) Work Order #:  (Optional) May be called Project Number, 
Permit Number, etc.

(4) Project:  Name of project, sampling SOP, reason for 
sampling, etc.

(5) Location:  General Location:  Drum Field, base name, site 
name, etc.

(6) Sample Number:  Sequential number.  May have a prefix 
or suffix

(7) Date:  Sampling Date

(8) Time:  Time of sampling (use military time, e.g., 1400 for 2:00 p.m.)

(9) Sample Location:  Exact location where sample was taken

(10) Matrix:  Soil, water, sludge, etc.

(11) Composite or Grab:  Indicate whether the sample is a com-
posite sample or a grab sample. If composite, what type of 
composite:  flow, volume, weight, etc.

(12) Field Measurements:  Results of any field measurements 
taken (pH, temperature, etc.)

(13) Number of Containers:  Indicate the number of containers

(14) Analysis Required:  Analytical Method.  Specific method 
names designated by the laboratory should be reviewed to
ensure conformance to the Sampling and Analysis Plan (SAP)

(15) Remarks (Preservations, etc.):  Type preservation (pH < 2,
pH >12, cool to 4oC, etc.)

(16) Relinquished By:  Must be the same person who collected
and has had custody of all the samples listed on the Chain 
of Custody (COC)

(17) Date:  Date relinquished

(18) Time:  Time relinquished (use military time, e.g., 1400 for
2:00 p.m.)

(19) Received By:  Person who takes custody of all the samples
listed on the COC.  Record date and time samples received

(20) Shipped/Delivered: Name of shipper, shipping number, 
packing number, anything else to document transfer.  
Keep copy of packing slip as documentation

(21) Date:  Date shipped, if applicable

(22) Time:  Time shipped, if applicable (Use military time, e.g.,
1400 for 2:00 p.m.)

(23) Remarks:  Any additional information

WORK ORDER # CUSTODY

PROJECT SAMPLED BY

LOCATION

DATE TIME SAMPLE LOCATION

ANALYSIS REQUIRED
REMARKS

(PRESERVATION, ETC.)

FIELD

MEASUREMENTS

CHAIN OF CUSTODY RECORD

No_
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Relinquished by: (Signature) Relinquished by: (Signature)Date Time Recieved by ( Signature) Date Time Recieved by ( Signature)

Relinquished by: (Signature) Relinquished by: (Signature)Date Time Recieved by ( Signature) Date Time Recieved by ( Signature)

Relinquished by: (Signature) Shipped/DeliveredDate Time Recieved by ( Signature) Date Time

Relinquished by: (Signature) RemarksDate Time Recieved by ( Signature)

Relinquished by: (Signature) Date Time Recieved for Laboratory by:

(Signature)
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